
Transcirption of an interview with Professor Ann M. Fox and Jessica Cooley of Davidson 
College, curators of Re/Formations, the first art exhibit exploring female and disability identity, 
and STARING based on the work of Rosemarie Garland-Thomson.  

 

 

Kjerstin Johnston: Ok great well thank you guys for calling today. You guys probably just 
wrapped up the show yesterday, right? 

JC: We did, yes. Yes, got it all packed up and off in trucks to New York.  

AF: But we're hopeful it will have another life. We're kind of working right now to see if we can 
have it travel eventually. 

KJ: Cool. 

?: yeah very much so 

KJ: Let me start at the beginning. I am speaking with Professor Ann M. Fox, English professor at 
Davidson College and Jessica Cooley who is the curator at the Visual Arts Center there, correct? 

Jessica Cooley: Yes, technically I’m the Assistant Curator of the Van Avery/Smith Art Galleries 
but yeah that's fine too. 

KJ: Maybe it would be good if both of you could introduce yourselves so that listeners will know 
who's speaking at either time? 

Ann Fox: Sure, my name is Ann Fox. I'm an associate professor of  English and co-ordinator of 
the Gender Studies concentration at Davidson College which is a small liberal arts school in 
Davidson, North Carolina. I was the co-curator with Jessica Cooley for the Re/Formations: 
Disability, Women and Sculpture as well as Staring – two different art exhibits on disability in 
the visual arts we had at Davidson College in 2009. 

JC: my name is Jessica Cooley and I’m the Assistant Curator at the Van Avery/Smith galleries 
which is the gallery associated with Davidson College. 

KJ: Like I was saying, Staring, the most recent exhibit just wrapped up. I’m going to provide a 
link to the website about Staring but would you mind describing what someone would see if they 
came to the exhibit? 

JC: Well, the exhibition was really born out of a book written by Dr. Rosemarie Garland-
Thomson who is a professor of Women’s Studies at Emory University. She wrote this book 
entitled  Staring: How We Look. It really investigated staring interactions specifically, with 
physical disability. She used a lot of visuals in her book and while I was reading it I was thinking 
'God, this would be great as an exhibition because it is so visually oriented.' Ann and I started 
talking with Rosemarie. She was really excited about it. So we kind of took the basic ideas of her 
book and reorganized them so that they would work in the medium of an art exhibition. So it was 
almost all, or was completely, two-dimensional paintings, drawings, etchings. The gallery itself 



is a reasonably sized gallery for the size of our school. When you walk in the first work you're 
greeted by is a large oil painting by Doug Auld entitled “Brian.” It's a portrait of a young man 
who had been severely burned. He is in fact, looking, really, staring right out at you. It's really 
the first thing you see and starts the initial visual dialogue. 

AF: It’s interesting because I think your readers will be familiar with ideas like the ‘gaze.’ We 
talk about that in Feminist Studies as an exchange between the person who looks and the person 
who is looked at. Very often a woman is the subject of the gaze. And this idea of Rosemarie's, 
this idea of staring, is kind of a parallel idea. There is this hierarchical relationship. We stare at 
other people, but then we're taught not to stare. She reinvents this idea and it’s not just a taboo 
thing and it’s not just an opportunity to oppress someone but really an opportunity to know and 
be known. It’s kind of what she also calls ‘stealth disability studies’. It’s a way to introduce 
concepts from the field of disability studies into a larger realm of discourse. For example, when 
you go into Staring you will see artwork that both makes us conscious of the ways in which we 
already stare at things: we stare at things when we're tourists; we stare at dioramas in museums; 
we stare at beautiful vistas in nature; and those are all OK, right? Because they are conventional 
ways to look. We see the medical stare, and the diagnostic stare, but we're somehow taught that 
it's not polite or we shouldn’t look at physical difference. Rosemarie's argument is that it 
becomes an opportunity for a kind of visual activism, an opportunity to engage difference and in 
so doing make it more familiar and make us understand that there are many kinds of ways of 
being in the world—across class, across sexuality, across bodily difference. A lot of the 
exhibition works ask us to engage that kind of difference. And art becomes a mediator. Art 
becomes a way, just for example, look at Doug Auld's paintings of burn survivors. If your 
readers and listeners go to www.dougauld.com they will be able to see images of those works in 
which he painted 10 adolescent burn survivors and really just invests them with a dignity and a 
beauty that kind of pushes us past our initial responses of 'oh my God, how tragic' and 'oh my 
God.' And really instead makes us see their beauty in their physicality, makes us see their 
strength, see their worth as individuals and not just cause us to stop short of the burn and have a 
response to nothing else. It’s pretty powerful stuff, and really causes us to question who we think 
should or shouldn't be appearing in art. 'Shayla' one of the pieces in the exhibition was the first 
portrait of a burn survivor to hang in the National Portrait Gallery. So Doug's work, as well as 
other work, like that of Chris Rush, really puts disabled people, people with physical difference, 
into the landscape of portraiture. These are also worthy subjects, and not just in the traditional, 
stereotypical ways that disabled people have been rendered in art like the fool or a freak or what 
have you. 

KJ: I was actually going to ask how some of these pieces in the exhibits challenge normative 
ideas about the disabled figure and you went into that. 

AF: There are these beautiful conti crayon drawings by a guy named Chris Rush who is an artist 
from Tucson. Chris has worked in a group home and many of them are cognitively disabled 
adults. For example, there is a work called “Gloria,” a side profile of a woman with Down 
Syndrome and she's got a towel wrapped around her head like a turban and if you looked at that, 
and this is something Rosemarie had argued in Staring, you would almost see something 
reminiscent of Renaissance portraiture or Vermeer and so it takes these visual narratives that we 
are used to seeing, we're used to seeing the aristocratic person or the noble figure presented in 
these conventional poses of portraiture, but now we have a disabled woman who's been given 



great worth and great dignity and it sort of invites us to say, “This person populates our world 
too in an important and dignified way.” Disability is so often an opportunity for anxiety if we're 
not disabled. But we all know someone who is disabled, we're all on our way to becoming 
disabled if we live long enough, we all love somebody who is disabled. So I think it invites us to 
not see disability in those old ways. So that's what Doug's work, Chris's work, the work of other 
artists who we didn't have in the exhibition like ??? and that was really just a timing issue, her 
work as well invites those kinds of re-seeing.  

JC: And especially with Chris Rush's work is that they are young people but they are people with 
cognitive disabilities which are usually couched in such specific ways. I mean, a young person 
with Down Syndrome you see them in the Special Olympics, which is a great thing  ... 

AF: ... But they are very specific. 

JC:  Yeah, you so rarely ever see someone with a cognitive disability presented in this way so it 
really pushes that “These are people are of a simple, non-intellectual life” and says “No! These 
are people that have rich lives filled with many things!” and invites the viewer to think about 
those possibilities. 

AF: And the presumptions that we bring to it, just to give you one more example, we have an 
image called “Paper Crown” by Chris Rush and it’s an image of a young baby with a cleft palate 
and missing his hands and he's wearing a paper crown. It’s a very tender image. Instead of seeing 
this baby as the poster child for being sick you see him as this beautiful, very tenderly portrayed 
baby. And I've shown a few people the work and they go ‘But he has no hands, what kind of life 
will he have?' and as soon as they have that reaction they go 'Oh God, I’m having this reaction.’ 
and I say to them, “Well, he'll have a really good life.” By looking at that image and engaging 
with it, it makes us examine our own presumptions about disability and see beyond them and, at 
the very minimum, have them complicated and challenged. 

KJ: Yeah, I was going to ask about some more reactions you’ve had to this show. 

JC: I mean we've had very good reactions. I mean people have been very drawn to Doug's work 
because it is so powerful and also because it's very large work. I think it’s been a little difficult at 
first. I’ve seen people go in the gallery and kind of not know what to do but once they get in 
there especially after about 10 or 15 minutes they really start getting closer to the work and 
actually engaging in acts of staring and I think seeing in new ways which is really, I think, the 
point of the whole thing. We haven't received any negative response which we did with our last 
exhibition where we showed the work of Nancy Fried who does stuff with women who have had 
mastectomies and not had them reconstructed. We actually had a response to some of our press 
material which featured a reproduction of one of her works. One woman called them and left a 
message saying this was horrible, disrespectful to women and how dare Davidson present 
something like this in a public space and also then advertise it. Then, almost 2 days later we got 
this great email from a woman in Charlotte, right outside of Davidson, saying how much she 
loved it and I don't know, Ann, if you want to talk about it ... 

AF: Well, she had just the mastectomy and she had said ‘this work is representing my reality.’ In 
fact, she was still healing from her surgery and she said ‘this made me laugh, this gave me hope 
because I could look healed and like this…” And not whole, right?  Not that my breasts have to 



be reconstructed or that I have to pretend that I’m missing one, just that there's a joy. As you 
probably saw from the Re/Formations website, there's a joy and attitude in Fried's torsos. Those 
torsos in particular push at breast cancer culture in a way. There's this whole, what Barbara 
Ehrenreich called “the cult of the pink ribbon.” It pushes back at that hyper-feminizing of breast 
cancer that can euphemize the realities of that existence.  

I want to go back to the responses to Staring. It's very interesting to see the two exhibits  in some 
ways, even though the work has been confrontational like the burn survivor series, in some ways 
it’s also been easier for people to access because they, I’ve used that term before, stealth 
disability studies, people aren’t used to thinking about disability but they're used to thinking 
about how they look. We basically took this scholarly idea and translated it through visual 
representation. To me, it was a really exciting example of how you could take intellectual ideas 
and perform them in the space of this gallery. Rosemarie has been named one of Utne readers' 50 
visionaries who are changing the world and I think that’s a real testament to the visionary quality 
of the idea of Staring. The other thing that I think is cool about this is that it’s not just about 
disability, we have a Diane Arbus photo of a lesbian couple, we have a photo by Simmons Jones 
who's a local photographer and drag persona. So we invite people to kind of connect across these 
binaries of sexuality right, we have large portraits of working class by Bruce Wrighton, several 
of the subjects of Doug Auld's work are African-American, so the staring idea is not just about 
connection across disabled/non-disabled divide, it's also about engaging differences of a lot of 
different kinds. This is where I think the power of that idea comes into real play. It shows how 
thinking about bodily normalcy isn’t just about disability but it is about all those hierarchies of 
what’s seen as the norm, white over black, straight over gay, upper class versus working class, 
and just puts them all on their head. It's cool cause even people who've had an initial reaction to 
Doug's work and been like 'oh my God' it's made them think and made them pause. You can see 
them struggling with it. It's really pushed some of their presumptions. Staring is such a natural 
act we don't think about it when we're doing it so that's always to me the root joy of art of how it 
makes us go 'Wow, catching myself doing that, what is it mean and what are my assumptions 
doing it?' 

KJ: How do you think that the viewers will take this outside of the gallery because in that gallery 
setting, where it is acceptable to stare, what will they take away when they go back to non-
gallery setting? 

AF: Well I think that's a really good question. Speaking for myself, Rosemarie talks about 
hopefully the implication of staring at these works makes it more possible for us to then engage 
that difference when we encounter it in the real world and we don't just get stopped short by 'Oh 
I don't know what to say to that disabled person, I don't know how to approach them, I'm fearful' 
or 'I'm making assumptions their life is tragic or sad or hard.' I guess I would hope that when 
those opportunities for engagement present themselves that people feel a little less afraid and a 
little more curious and a little more open. I mean I’m presuming a norm-made person and 
certainly what I also hope happens is that people who have these kinds of differences also feel a 
kind of empowerment by seeing their story and their reality acknowledged as also important and 
not just “outsider art”and not just tangential but a central part of art history and art subject, and 
not in a voyeuristic way. I guess I would just hope that it makes us a little more conscious, I 
mean, my students are great examples of this. I teach several disability and lit courses and they 
are always emailing me back about encounters they've had and… I mean, your magazine is about 



feminist pop culture and I think in some ways that's what I want them to be doing are these re-
reads of everything they encounter, whether its pop culture images of disability or engaging 
people who maybe are different from them in a little less fearful way, the playwright Anna 
Deavere Smith talks about leaving our “safe houses of identity” and I think that's what I would 
hope this encourages people to do even in small ways, it doesn't have to be some transformative 
from-on-high moment of elucidation but you know just a little less nervous about going 'Huh, 
this is a person in a wheelchair and what might their life be like?" or that burn survivor victim, 
how can they see beyond just 'Oh god, their life is just unmitigated misery!’ We already get so 
many of those narratives from the media especially at this time of year about the “inspirational 
cripple” or the “tragic victim of disability” and it's like, let's complicate this a little bit. 

JC: I think that's great and what we're trying to say is staring isn’t bad, but we're also not trying 
to say staring is good. We're not trying to polarize the situation but, like Ann was talking about, 
trying to reach that middle ground, where we’re saying it's complicated. 

AF: And it's an opportunity though, it is. 

JC: That's right and so maybe you know maybe instead of seeing someone that looks different 
from you and instead of just turning away and averting your gaze, which is really dismissing 
their existence, looking at them and giving them visual recognition as existing in the world, and 
maybe even creating a conversation, saying hello, and maybe they won't want to have a 
conversation. We're all just people and sometimes we have bad days and good days but, like Ann 
said, it's really just to complicate our assumptions especially about staring which is something 
we've all been told ‘don't stare’ and ‘it is rude’, ‘you make people feel bad.’ And that's simply 
not the case. 

AF: And we're not trying to, I understand that some people might say that “this is a kind of 
voyeurism” or “Oh, noblesse oblige, let’s go out and be nice to the different people,”  and I get 
that, and we're all certainly also not saying go make everyone around you your own personal, 
you know, spectacle, but as we said this idea of, and think about how often we pass through the 
world with people invisible to us, I mean, I tell my students: Who cleaned this gallery today? Did 
you see them? Did you talk to them? If you walk down any major urban center looking at what 
we're not looking at, I mean, without sounding too ‘we are the world-ish’ at this time of holiday 
cheer, it is an opportunity for connection and I think that, to me, is the profound and moving 
thing about Rosemarie's idea is that she uses this phrase 'visual activism' and we are all capable 
of that. And it is real and it is profound and it is a movement away from either staring – just fix 
that person into ‘you are different from me and the object of my scrutiny without any mutuality’ 
– or completely ignoring it. I mean that was the genesis of Doug's work. He talks about the fact 
that these burn survivor paintings came out of an encounter he had with a young girl who was 
very burned and he ran into her at the local store and he quickly looked away. It always bothered 
him that he cut off that opportunity for connection and after 9/11 he said you know, 'What do I 
want to do with my art? This matters, this response really matters. Where am I going with this?’ 
A reimagining of connection by creating it with other burn survivors, somehow redeeming this 
opportunity, was really important to him, and you know, we all can do that. 

KJ: Both Feminist Studies and Disability Studies focus on the representation and depictions of 
the body and art seems like a really good place for both of these discussions to occur. I was 
wondering if you could speak to that a little bit more? 



AF: Sure. I think art is a way we tell ourselves stories about ourselves. Art is a way we've handed 
down ideas about who we are. And so art becomes a sort of site for reproducing certain stories 
but it also becomes a site for intervening into those stories. So I think the really amazing thing 
about Feminist Disability Studies is that it takes things that we as feminists already think about – 
we think about the social construction of the body, we think about how that circumscribes all of 
us – and it introduces disability into the equation which just opens it all up. If anybody is subject 
to the tyranny of the normate it is the disabled person. And so art that explores that intersection 
between disability and gender shows how rich the opportunities are for the disability and the 
female experiences to speak to one another. I mean, women and the disabled have been labelled 
passive, have been labelled apathetic, have been labelled weaker, you know, secondary, their 
place is the domestic, to be hidden. There’s a lot in common. Feminism and Feminist Disability 
Studies have pushed back at that in very strong ways and so enhance each other. I think art 
becomes a locale for that. Art moves out into the world. And people can engage in art. Art is this 
physical thing and this art was open to this entire campus community so it isn't just scholars 
having a discussion amongst themselves and there is a place for that, the genesis of many of 
these ideas came out of intellectual discussions, but art moves it into the realm of the physical 
and people can engage in art, people who maybe have no idea what a phrase like 'the hegemony 
of the normate’ is right, can go and say 'Damn, what is that? Who is in that painting? Why are 
they depicted that way? Why is Nancy Fried's torso depicted this way? Why did this woman 
memorialize her body in this way?’ We have another installation in Re/Formations by a woman 
named Harriet Sanderson. She is a Seattle based artist who has post-Polio Syndrome and who 
takes the cane and turns it into this amazing image of whimsicality, and art in that case becomes 
an opportunity to take this thing that's a medical object and make it speak to a very different part 
of the disability experience. It's not just suffering and pain but, for example, she has these shoes, 
these high-heeled shoes that she takes the heels off of and replaces them with the tips of canes so 
it becomes an ironic commentary on the crippling quality of high-heeled shoes in general, but, it 
also becomes kind of disability-sexy and disability-cool so the art kind of makes a feminist 
commentary that speaks to her experience, she kind of makes a commentary that, you know, 
‘those are shoes that I couldn't negotiate the world on,’ but also expresses a kind of joyfulness 
and whimsy and attitude by merging the cane with this kind of chic image. So I think art 
provides opportunities for those kinds of intersections in really powerful ways. I don't know, 
what do you think Jessica? 

JC: Well I think that's fabulous (laughter). Yeah, but I also think, at least something I’m 
interested in and I think Ann is too is also re-reading some of these iconic artists so we included 
Rebecca Horn who most people wouldn’t identify as being disabled and I don’t even know if she 
does which is also an important part of Disability Studies, that is, it’s neither this or that, but it 
can be many many different conversations. 

AF: Reclaiming disability history! 

JC: Right, right. And Rebecca Horn had a severe lung situation – she had inhaled fibreglass and 
polyester and she spent many years in the sanatorium recuperating. And it was actually this 
experience of not being able to get out of bed, not being able to create the large scale sculptures 
that she once had, that actually led her to this new aesthetic that informed the rest of her life and 
the work that she created that revolved around the body and used materials that were soft and 
malleable and that she could literally sew while lying in bed. So we're rethinking that and I'm 



looking at artists now like Louise Bourgeouis and Magdalena Abakanowicz and thinking about 
the way they fragment the body. Their work comes out of the Feminist movement, so does 
Disability Studies, so their use of the body plays so well into those worlds. It's something that I'm 
just now starting to unravel and investigate but I think it's such a rich field. There's just so much 
there to go back and look at. 

AF: Well this is a place where's it's really parallel to feminism and Queer Studies and Race 
Studies is that we sort of reclaim the history of the presence, not only of just disabled artists, but 
of the presence of disability in art. There's a critic called Tobin Siebers who's written about this 
in a work called “Disability Aesthetics,” you know, that there has been a long disability presence 
in art. And I write about this in terms of theater and performance, you know, we don't really 
notice it until we start looking for it. The art allows us to say 'How might being a disabled person 
living in that bodily reality have affected the work of somebody like Horn?', 'How does 
Sanderson’s experience of moving through the world as a disabled woman  shape her work? 
How is it a pushing back at old myths of disability?’ Art just provides so many opportunities for 
us to create a disability history, re-imagine disability narrative and also to use a disability 
aesthetic or disability thinking to re-see art of all kinds in new ways. In Staring we also included 
works from the Davidson Collection by Rembrandt, Goya, Hogarth, you know, all these old 
masters who we are now saying, if we think about disability, and staring, and that relationship 
between the viewer and the viewed, and the starer and the staree, what's going on in this work 
that can be opened up through that approach?  

This is an amazing new field and there are many artists out there working from within disability 
culture and I would really encourage you to look at people like Doug Auld, Chris Rush, it's just a 
really exciting place of possibility and just is so integral to the feminist enterprise. 


